in search of new orders for experience, new interpretations of meaning, new ways of revitalizing language.
The interview which follows was held in Berlin on July 23, 1979 , in the apartment where Handke was staying for a few weeks between moving from Clamart, a suburb of Paris, to Salzburg, in his native Austria. It is one of three to appear thus far in English, the first being a translation of Artur Joseph's interview concerning Handke's plays, published in The Drama Review, 15, 1 (Fall 1970) , and the second being an account of H.R. Lottman's meeting with Handke, which appeared in Publishers Weekly, 212, 11 (September 12, 1977) . The present interview is the first by an American scholar and the first in English to include questions on Handke's fiction. Although Handke's English is good, he preferred that the interview be in German, and what appears here is a slightly edited translation. Though perhaps insufficient in capturing the precise language of Handke's replies, the text which follows casts considerable light on the intent and achievement of one of the most significant voices in contemporary literature. 63 1 Berlin, July 23, 1979 Translated with Dietrich Biischer JS: The subtitle of your recent novel, Das Gewicht der Welt, which is tentatively scheduled to appear in English as Fantasies and Prejudices, suggests that you wrote this book every day over a period of one year and five months, from November 1975 to March 1977 Was this so? PH: Yes. There are possibly two or three days which I combined, but for the most part all these dates are accurate. It is the nature of a journal that it be written daily and that nothing be left out for any day in a year.
JS: Were the daily events of your life during those months the specific stimuli for your journal entries?
PH: Yes, only these.
JS: Yet in the preface to this book, you say that it is a previously unknown literary possibility for you. Do you think you are misrepresenting the book by calling it a journal, making it appear to be fact when it is fiction? PH: I see no contradiction between "journal" and "fiction." "Journal" is only an objective description of notes which are made day by day. "Journal" is also a term I used because I did not find any better term. It is, I believe, more a novel. For me it is a sort of novel or epic of everyday occurrences. But this can only be said afterwards, after one sees the result. JS: In "Die Literatur ist romantisch" ("Literature is Romantic") (1966) 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 4, Iss. 1 [1979] write an epic poem, a narrative, which always has something lyric about it, because everything I write is first verified through myself. I find it silly to write a social novel--for me. It may be that this is possible for someone, but everything, every tree which I describe, must also be myself. I cannot imagine writing any other way than that through which I achieve an expansion of self. Goethe also said that in Germany, or perhaps everywhere, there is a stupid discussion about new, subjective sensibilities. There is a beautiful sentence by Goethe:
4 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 4, Iss. 1 [1979] , Art. 6 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol4/iss1/6 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1076 if one relies only on his own good "ego" then that is already right, and then any action or non-action would be right. He doesn't mean that a special "ego" is good, but that the "ego" of mankind is good. That is always so; that was always so in literature. This need not be the theme, but as long as a writer relies on his own good "ego" he will also be able not to describe other people well but to do them justice, even when they are presented as fragmentary in his narratives or poems.
JS: The American critic Lionel Trilling, as well as others, remarked that he feels the novel as a genre has exhausted itself, that its time is up. Do you think this is so?
PH: I have often heard this. I believe every generation and every time has the need to read narratives which go beyond a mere report, beyond a mere description, beyond journalism, to read a creation of man which is not the repetition of daily occurrences one finds in newspapers or on television. And I think that perhaps the novel--and I really don't know what "novel" is, but that a definite narrative posture--can do justice to society. I don't say "novel," but the posture of narrating the common experiences of the past--there once was, or I went, or he went, or the woman went--I imagine that this is an eternal language and that this is also the freest language. That does not mean "novel," but the narrating language, and I've already told you that all my narratives, or whatever one calls them--novels--are more epic poems. And I think that this is a form which suits our time. There is no expansion of character or plot, but an "I" is writing a narrative poem about the time in which he lives, about the self, and about others. But I think this was always so, that the novel, as it is understood, has been a bastard, more something to entertain people, and it will always remain so, and it will always exist. But I no longer think that the novel can continue to hold its place as an expression about a society and about a time.
JS: You have said many times that the only thing t! it concerns you as a writer is language. Is this still true? PH: Yes. I mean that language is a very valuable proof of life, not only for me as a writer, but also that I have language. Most language which presents itself as language is no longer language. I would have to conceive the whole drama very rationally, scene for scene. What gives writing truth has to be created in the imagination, not through thinking, not through planning, not through collecting, not through observing; all these things have to happen before, but the imagination creates truth. With most writing one reads, one notices that it has not gone through the verifying creative impulse. It is worked out 8 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 4, Iss. 1 [1979] , Art. 6 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol4/iss1/6 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1076 according to a pattern, but that is not what is exciting, warming, liberating. I don't mean that the imagination creates special pictures, grotesqueries, or whatever, but that the language which the creative impulse makes is worthy of being written. If it has, so to speak, risen up through the imagination like a sunken land, then it can be written. It is that way with me with plays. One can really only dream writing. Everything that is written, if it is to be good, must be rational, and writing is an extremely rational act. Every sentence is rational in so far as one tries to avoid, and avoiding is rational. But positive sentences must be created through dream. That is very, very difficult. That is why almost no one understands what literature is, what kind of an exhausting process it is--every single sentence. As I said, with plays this does not come to me any more. There are beginnings in me, but they somehow stay stuck. Perhaps they'll come up again; everything has to come into floating. Or perhaps a man loses this in the course of his life and writing then stops.
JS: Two last questions please. A colleague of mine recently commented that students in America today are reading Handke the way his generation read Hesse, even before their works were being taught in the university curriculum. Can you explain why the young intellectuals of American feel such an affinity for your work? PH: I believe because they are independent people. I know that there are also people here who read what I write, but they are not a congregation as they were in the past. They are independent people. They have no ideology, they are skeptical, and at the same time they have longing, and they are objective and at the same time they don't want to perish in objectivity. PH: I can only say I have expanded myself as never before with this writing. It is an attempt to reach a world harmony and at the same time to reach a universality for myself as someone who writes, an attempt which may have been too daring. Sometimes this is so in this narrative--or in this epic poem, as you will surely call it. I have the feeling that for centuries this has not been tried: to capture this harmony with language, and to pass it on contagiously, because we have, especially in the German-language part of the world, the problem with our history, and because of this we have almost no future. Because of what happened forty or so years ago, we have no more power for beauty; no one can really live the right way here, and there is no nature. Or there is nature, but there is no language for nature, what Holder lin speaks of as the great nature, which was still possible in his time. In Austria, too, there is, naturally, no difference. This is the great problem with the past and, because of the past, with the future. And because of this we have the problem with the poetic creation of human beings living together. And in this which I have written, without wanting it, it came to the conflict between these two. I wanted to create beauty, so to speak, the quiet beauty, with 10 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 4, Iss. 1 [1979] 
